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Overview
The present study is designed to generate knowledge teachers can use to create
classroom environments that foster the craft of writing beyond the learning of rules and formulas. Since
the advent of standardized testing as the primary tool for measuring school success in kindergarten
through high school graduation, writing instruction in high schools has increasingly become about
mastering formulas and rules instead of about producing a variety of genres for an array of audiences (Brannon, et.
al, 2008; Applebee, Adler, & Flihan, 2007; Hillocks, 2002). Because skilled writers do much more than depend on
formulas when creating written text (Hillocks, 2002), high school English teachers would benefit from understanding
more about young people’s behaviors and preferences as writers.
The Problem:
While rhetorical formulas such as 
the five-paragraph essay have 
helped students learn to write for 
success on standardized tests and 
in college composition courses, the 
complexity of writing as an art or 
way of making a living is much 
more difficult to translate into a 
formula that teachers can pass 
onto students in a series of lessons. 
Literacy 
scholars who 
study writing 
instruction 
need to 
recognize 
students as 
established 
writers, as 
people who 
use written 
texts for a 
diverse range 
of purposes, 
across a 
diverse range 
of situations. 
Interviewer: Do you 
have an image in your 
mind of what a writer 
looks like?
Student: There isn’t a 
certain type of person. It 
can be anybody. It can 
look like anything. 
Findings
In answering our first research question we have 
compiled trends we already noticed appearing 
within the interviews which will help highlight what 
kinds of writing kids are partaking in.
Throughout the study, we have already found 
several patterns among student responses. Few of 
the students have a thorough background writing 
fictional stories or narratives and instead use most 
of their writing as a means to express their own 
personal thoughts or feelings. When asked about 
fiction writing, a few of the students even claimed 
they were not creative enough to make up 
stories. Alongside this, almost all of the students 
admitted to creating some form of poetry outside 
class and inside class. As the study continued, the 
students who mentioned poetry as a way they 
wrote were all far less likely to be writing fiction. 
Another common thread was student complaints 
with writing prompts. When talking about negative 
writing experiences, most of the students 
mentioned having to write about a subject they 
did not enjoy or were not familiar with. Beyond 
this, when asked about standardized testing, the 
students who wrote more fictional stories than 
personal or reflective narratives all were more 
opposed to writing within testing.
Though a great deal of research has already 
taken place, we have not delved deep enough 
within the study to answer the second research 
question at this time.  
Sample Questions: 
-How would you describe a writer? 
-Why do you think writers write? What 
drives them?
-Are there any authors who inspire you?
-Compare what you write in school and 
what you write outside of school.
-How has standardized testing 
impacted your views on writing?
-How has your gender, race, class, and 
or sexual orientation shaped what you 
write or how you write?
-What kind of social media do you use 
and how do you consider that writing?
-Do you identify as a writer?
-When did you start writing? How old 
were you?
-Tell me about a good experience you 
have had writing. 
-Do you do any writing in classes other 
than English?
Research Questions:
-In what self-selected writing endeavors do teens in eastern Kentucky take part? 
-What cultural and social practices shape these endeavors, as indicated by 
what the students tell me during the interviews? 
Method:
Data analysis consists of constant comparative coding of the 
interview transcripts and student writing samples, meaning that 
it involves a multi-level process of refinement, starting with initial 
codes that capture themes within the data. Next, the codes 
are joined under categories that identify relationships among 
the themes. Because the study looks at the social and cultural 
reasons that adolescents write, a qualitative methodology 
makes sense. The bar for “prevalence” is set at 80%:  that is, any 
theme detected across at least 80% of the student interviews is 
labeled as “prevalent” and thus worthy of consideration when 
designing classroom instruction for the follow-up research. 
Qualitative researchers use their knowledge of the research 
context and the study’s theoretical framework to make 
decisions about what counts as compelling or useful data 
(Saldana, 2016). The researchers’ previous knowledge will also 
be used to identify useful or compelling trends in the data, in 
addition to the use of the 80% cut-off. 
Implications:
Teachers will be able to utilize the findings so they can better understand how and 
why students write. The study hopes to serve as a guide in showing teachers how 
students react to different writing techniques as well as the emotional connection 
students have with writing in and outside of the classroom. Through the study, 
teachers will be faced with real opinions on how writing is taught today, including 
what is being done wrong all from students themselves. 
